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At about 2 a.m. on Sept. 2, Brazil's Constituent Assembly completed work on a new Constitution to
go into effect on Sept. 23, after 18 months of debate. The 245 articles of the Constitution are applied
to most aspects of everyday life, such as Indian rights, strikes, minimum wage, health, education and
interest rates. A first draft reduced the military's role to basic peacekeepers. Displeasure on the part
of the generals and their supporters in the congress, however, resulted in a modification: the armed
forces are referred to "defenders" against foreign or domestic threats to national security. Hopes
for the first significant agrarian reform in Brazilian history were dashed. An estimated 12 million
landless peasants are expected to receive very little land under the new Constitution. "Productive
land" is excluded from expropriation, and definitions of "productive" are very broad. President Jose
Sarney, who came to power in 1985 after the death of president-elect Tancredo Neves (selected in
an indirect electoral college election), opposed a parliamentary system of government, and won a
five-year term in office. The Constitution specifies a four-year term. The next direct presidential
elections are set for November 1989 (the first since 1960), and in 1993, Brazilians will vote on whether
they prefer a prime minister, president or monarch to run the country. Summarized below are other
major provisions of the new Constitution: * New environmental laws aimed at protecting Brazil's
Amazon rain forest, large areas of which are being burned by squatter farmers and speculators.
* Indian groups have new rights, including the "exclusive" use of their resources and land. * A
reduction in the voting age from 18 to 16. * Legalization of strikes for all workers. (Previously,
workers in "essential" occupations or sectors could not strike.) * Nationalization of mineral mining.
Foreign mining companies will have four years to hand over control to Brazilian residents. * Oil
companies are required to assume the financial risk of new exploration. (Previous oil exploration
was subsidized by the government.) * Abolition of the decree law, a powerful tool used by the
president to bypass the congress and push through legislation. * 120-day maternity leaves and fiveday paternity leaves. (Basic data from AP, 09/02/88)
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